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Abstract

A recent study based in California surveyed 800,000 middle and high schools
students and found that students who identify as LGBT+ are at higher risk for bullying,
depression, and suicidal ideation, as well as lower academic performance (Hansen et al.,
2019). This gap in the social experience and academic performance between LGBT+
students and their straight and non-transgender counterparts may be related to the
study’s findings that they have access to fewer supports from their teachers and schools
(Hansen et al., 2019). Closing the achievement gap for these traditionally marginalized
students may therefore be as easy as reducing the disparities in their access to inclusive
curriculum, welcoming classroom environments, leadership opportunities, and
organizations that provide them with community and support.
For this review I explored the relevant literature on methods other teachers have
used to increase LGBT+ inclusivity before attempting strategies in my own rural school.
After conducting my research, I created lessons that were LGBT+ inclusive or
challenged heteronormativity, and facilitated the formation of a Gay Straight Alliance in
my school. My hope is that my observations and experiences will help to identify which
strategies are best suited to small, rural schools.
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Chapter One
Philosophy of Education

Introduction
My philosophy of education is entirely a product of the forces that led me to want
to become a teacher. Before I’d picked up a single undergraduate textbook, let alone
contemplated graduate school, I knew exactly how I wanted to teach and the lessons I
wanted my students to learn. My views had nothing to do with pedagogy or theories of
education and everything to do with my mother. Though she died decades before I
decided to become a teacher, she’d raised me to believe that problems should be solved
by the people who see them. I sometimes wish she hadn’t. I might then have been
content to dismiss the issues I saw in my daughter’s public schools instead of feeling
compelled to start college at the age of 42 to try my hand at improving things. But my
daughter’s schools were just the last straw. My dissatisfaction with our education system
began in 1978, the year I started kindergarten.

The Witch’s Hat
My first school was amazing. My teacher wore a black robe and witch’s hat to
class every day and cast spells on our snacks to give us good dreams at nap time; All of
the school’s hallways were painted like streets with yellow lines and street signs at the
intersections; Our hall pass was a comically large driving license and we were given a
tricycle to ride to the bathroom or office. For the only time in my life, I looked forward
to going to school. It went downhill quickly from there. Half-way through the year we
moved and my new teacher gave me a good introduction into the next twelve years of
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my life by refusing to pronounce my name correctly, therefore ensuring that none of the
students would even try and consigning me to the Americanized “Amy” to this day. In
first grade, I was regularly brought to tears by my teacher until it was discovered that I
wasn’t stupid or lazy, I just needed glasses to see the board. Then things started to get
bad.
My father’s job moved us around a lot and a small, clumsy, bespectacled girl who
loved comic books made the perfect new kid for fellow students (and the occasional
teacher) to either bully or ignore. Although I tested well, my grades were all over the
map and I was constantly running afoul of “the system.” To this day I can’t write in
cursive because it was taught in different years in different school systems and I
transferred in between. Some teachers at my new school were sympathetic and let me
print, some marked letters off my grades, none offered to help. I learned to type while
still in elementary school as a result. I was an all-state oboist until we moved to a
different state (one with a school devoid of oboes) and, even though my potential music
career was snuffed out quickly, a few states later I was told I couldn’t graduate high
school because of that year I’d taken band instead of PE. I convinced my parents to let
me get a GED and start college rather than attend the expensive private high school that
would let me graduate with my class. I didn’t care about graduating with my class. They
were just a bunch of complete strangers that I just wanted to get away from as soon as
possible. The local community college, it turned out, wouldn’t let me take classes until I
had my GED, which I wasn’t allowed to get for two more years. The two years of my
mandated break from formal schooling slid into several decades.
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These events stand out in my memory particularly, but every day was bad. Strep
throat and bronchitis were great liberators, freeing me for days - sometimes weeks - on
end. I malingered, and would have done so more, but I really didn’t need to. The stress
made me sick enough. By fifth grade, I was on Tagamet for an ulcer. That witch’s hat
and the amazing woman who made my day magical just by wearing it set the bar very
high, but the schools and teachers that came later didn’t even seem to try. They
continuously failed me at even their most basic tasks - giving me a safe space to learn
and teaching me the things I needed to know - and seemed, if not intentionally cruel,
than completely indifferent to the cruelty that they inflicted.
A bookish girl who loves learning but hates school decides to become a teacher to
fix the system. That’s a good narrative, simple and easy to understand. In screenwriting,
that’s what is called high concept. Let’s put a pin in that for a minute, though, because as
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (2009) points out in her wonderful lecture, single
narratives can be extremely deceptive.

The Cat in the Hat
In 2005, my husband and I amicably separated and, after a decade of false starts,
I began taking college classes online. My daughter started kindergarten that fall, in
private school because she was one week too young to attend our local public school. On
parent teacher night, I eyed the sign-up sheet for classroom volunteers warily. My
experience with children was almost entirely limited to my daughter. I didn’t have
younger siblings, nieces, or nephews, I’d never been a babysitter, and none of my friends
had children. had no “mommy” friends. I also swore like the sailor I had once been, and
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wasn’t a member of the religion the school promoted. I was, however, civic minded and
volunteer oriented. I signed up as a library helper once a week, mostly because I thought
I’d just be shelving books and wouldn’t have the opportunity to do or say anything
wrong. The year that followed was transformative.
It started small. There was a problem in the computer lab one day and I helped
out. Then I was volunteering there, too. The kids liked me, sought me out even, and I
loved working with them. I wore a Cat in the Hat costume for Dr. Seuss week and
although it wasn’t pointy or black, donning that tall striped top hat made me feel like I,
too, could bring a little magic to school, make an awkward kid hate it a little less. By the
end of the year, I had become a paid substitute, filling in for several months while the
librarian was on family leave. I changed my major. The school offered me a full-time job
for the next year, but I demurred. I would continue to substitute and volunteer, but I
wanted to concentrate on my degree. I wanted to be a real teacher. Late spring, with the
ink on my divorce papers not yet dry, my newly ex-husband was killed in action.
Almost a decade passed before I thought about teaching again. I’d chosen our
new home largely because of the excellent schools, but I quickly grew to hate them
almost as much as my daughter did. The schools were rated as excellent, it turned out,
because they began teaching how to excel at the standardized tests used to make those
assessments on the first day of class. It would have made progressive educators like Alfie
Kohn apoplectic, but the parents there loved it. It was the sort of suburb where college is
an expectation rather than an aspiration. Good test scores mattered more than anything
except sports. While the academics were profoundly uninspiring, they became a mere
annoyance compared to the society that the school nurtured. Theirs was a world of slow,
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smooth curves and agreement but my daughter and I were all angles and planes and
annoying questions. Parents, teachers, and students all agreed that we weren’t welcome.
Our crimes were few but serious: I’m not married; We’re not Christian; She’s not
straight. In middle school - when that last one started to become apparent - it got so
ugly that she began cutting herself. My smart, creative, brave daughter, who never had
an unkind word for anyone, was hurting herself. I found her a therapist and we all
agreed that she would be better off almost anywhere else.
A funny thing happened a few months later, when my daughter and I sat down to
talk about her homeschool curriculum for high school. I don’t recall the exact
conversation or wording, but there was a very clear “you’ve done okay and you didn’t go
to college” vibe coming off of her. I decided to begin a campaign of persuasion. I began
making bullet point lists: the things I would have done with a degree, the million times
my GED made me feel small, all the idiots who thought they were better than me
because they went to college, all the idiots I secretly agreed were better than me because
they went to college, all the times I didn’t speak up because I didn’t feel like my
opinion... I stopped making lists and enrolled in college. I rekindled my dream of
becoming a teacher and making schools more fun with a minor amendment; In my
classroom, school would be fun for everyone.
This narrative is less clean. It isn’t high-concept. I can’t sum it up in a sentence
and if it were a script, it would need star power or indie quirks to see the light of day. Yet
while it lacks the simplicity of the first narrative, it is equally valid. The third strand of
this braided narrative is even messier, and sadly lacks a hat.
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Hatless
When my fiancé went off to the National Guard recruiter to get some money for
his graduate degree, I warned him not to believe anything they told him. “I joined the
Navy to see the world and they sent me to Texas,” I reminded him. “Don’t sign
anything!” He returned having enlisted in the Army for 6 years. I still don’t know how
that happened. He’d not just joined the regular Army instead of the National Guard,
he’d signed up for longer than the usual four years and enlisted rather than go in as an
officer even though he had a college degree. I’m glad that he didn’t have our checkbook
with him or those recruiters might have gotten our savings, too. The only thing more
amazing to me than him signing those papers was the fact that I married him anyway.
We arrived in Texas in August of 2001. Our daughter, born during our stay in
California for his multi-year training, celebrated her first birthday at Fort Hood. A
month later the towers fell and my husband’s job as an Arabic linguist meant that we
lost him. He and I didn’t separate until 2005 and he wasn’t killed until 2006, but from
that day on, he was gone to us. A shadow in our lives. None of that turned me political.
My parents can be blamed for that. They’d met volunteering on a mayoral campaign and
continued to be politically active whenever we were in one place long enough. My sister
and I particularly enjoyed envelope stuffing because it was always in some office after
hours where there were vending machines and complicated phone systems to keep us
amused. I also remember my mother taking me poll watching with her. Something
about watching a group of ordinary housewives count ballots made me love democracy
and my country so much. So I already had a foundational belief in the power of politics
when June of 2006 landed, even though I’d never given it much thought. Our family’s
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tragedy changed that. I started giving it a lot of thought. I started watching and reading
everything. I’d always been politically active, but these events put me on the path to
becoming a political activist.
This narrative of why I became an activist is a lot more interesting and
compelling than the nuts and bolts of what I did in the role but it was the latter that
contributed to my current trajectory so we have to at least give it a nod. There were
endless administrative and menial tasks, but most of the hands-on work that I did was
at county fairs and festivals throughout the state of Alabama. I lurked in the shadows
under a tent with a clipboard, ready to spring out and ambush an unsuspecting parent
whose child had been lured to our table by the puppy, candy, or other gimmicks we had
deployed. In the minute before they could extricate themselves and their child, I would
try to get them to register to vote and/or sign one of our petitions. After a few years of
this, I was no longer recognizable as the woman who had volunteered in the school
library so she wouldn’t have to talk to anyone. I got so good that I was put in charge of
training the new recruits.
That isn’t meant to imply that I was successful in any way. Most of the people I
spoke with were very happy with the way things were in the state, and those who weren’t
were convinced that nothing would ever change and had given up. I got used to women
telling me that they just voted for whoever their husband said and politely listened to far
too much mansplaining about topics I was clearly better informed on. I also learned that
people are extremely ignorant about how our government functions and resistant to any
facts that threaten their world view. I made countless infographics trying to explain all
the different ways our political system could be improved, but nobody logs in to social
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media to listen to a civics lecture. In fact, nobody goes anywhere to listen to a civics
lecture. It’s just not a popular activity. There was only one venue I could think of where I
wouldn’t be either preaching to the choir or watching my words fall on deaf ears, only
one potentially receptive - and conveniently captive - audience that made sense: The
public school system.

The Skein
I believe that this tangle of threads provides a decent - if still incomplete narrative of how I came to be in an MAT program. It should also provide some insight
into the type of teacher I hope to become. I want to teach in a way that makes my
students excited to come to class and interested in what they’re learning, I want to make
my classroom a safe place for all students, and I want to teach them the content that will
have practical utility later in life and help them be better citizens of this nation we all
share. Although I arrived at these goals when I had no knowledge of pedagogy, my
personal philosophy meshes well with one of the newest theories of education.
Connectivism is a learning theory that stresses connecting lessons to student’s personal
experiences, their peer and family groups, their identities, and their personal interests
(WGU, 2020). My goals also align neatly with InTASC standards (Council of Chief State
School Officers, 2013).
My first and third goals are closely linked; Teaching topics that are relevant both
increases student engagement and creates better citizens. InTASC (CCSSO, 2013)
standard 4(g) states that teachers should use “supplementary resources and
technologies effectively to ensure accessibility and relevance for all learners” (p. 24) and
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5(b) refers to the application of “content knowledge to real world problems through the
lens of interdisciplinary themes” (p. 27). Standards 8(c) and (h) are also highly relevant
as they focus on collaborating with students to create “relevant learning experiences”
and using a variety of instructional strategies (CCSSO, 2013, p. 38). My second goal, to
create a safe learning environment for all students, is directly reflected in standard 3(a)
which stresses the importance of creating “a safe, positive learning climate of openness,
mutual respect, support, and inquiry” (CCSSO, 2013, p. 21). Standards 2(a) and 2(d),
which innumerate the need for inclusive lessons that highlight multiple perspectives,
also align with this goal (CCSSO, 2013). Much of the research I’ve done since joining the
MAT program reflects these goals and has served to refine them.
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Chapter Two
Literature Review

Purposes and Objectives for the Literature Review
My purpose in this review of the research was to discover how teachers and
researchers have addressed concerns similar to my own. My goal in becoming a teacher
is to improve public schools, specifically in exurb, small, and rural districts, but there
are a limited number of improvements that a single teacher can make. First, I searched
for research on LGBT+ inclusive education because I have seen first hand how
heteronormativity and homophobia in small rural schools can harm youth. I also
searched for studies on improving student engagement because having a powerful social
justice curriculum is useless if students aren’t paying attention in class. Additionally,
because I would be studying my own practice and focusing on these ideas in my
endorsement area, I looked for studies that indicated the kinds of instruction that are
effective for use in social studies classrooms.
This literature review addresses my knowledge of these concepts as a foundation
for my understanding to set goals and grow from in my own teaching. I especially
looked for research that described effective strategies for each area and gave examples of
how it might work in a classroom. Application of this research was an essential part in
building my own knowledge base for this project.
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Procedures for the Literature Review
I selected literature for this review based on several specific criteria. Research on
improving schools through better praxis was included if it contained the following
descriptors: LGBT+, heteronormativity, homophobia, in-school victimization, bullying,
queer, gender nonconforming, social justing, gay, lesbian. This search yielded hundreds
of relevant articles. In order to narrow my findings and make them more specific to this
research project, I then focused my review efforts on articles that discussed student
engagement. From there, I looked for articles that supported sub-themes that emerged
from the major articles in my literature review. These sub-themes are: combating
heteronormativity, experiential lesson planning, and relevant social studies lessons. For
these sub-sections, I initially searched the EBSCO database for articles that met the
keyword criteria listed above, along with a conducting a search for books in the data
base of the Hamersly Library at Western Oregon University. After finding these books
and articles, I hand-searched their reference lists as sources to find additional related
articles and books.
In order to integrate the literature review, I developed a coding protocol and
corresponding separation of research into the major themes: LGBT+ inclusivity, student
engagement, and social studies. I read each article to determine how it fit within these
broad thematic categories, and then, through a process of reading and rereading for
salient features of each study, I determined the subheadings in the literature review. My
intent was to start with a broad treatment of each theme and then to systematically
reduce broad understandings of improving small rural schools to specific understanding
of how these themes are present in research about teaching methods.
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A Review of Research on LGBT+ Inclusive Education
My research into creating a more LGBT+ inclusive culture in small, rural schools
touched on many diverse topics. The most remarkable aspect, however, was one
constant; Whether the focus of the research was on the harmful effects that
heteronormative schools have on LGBT+ youth emotionally, the many forms that inschool victimization can take, or successful techniques for incorporating LGBT+ issues
into an inclusive social justice curriculum, silence was always the enemy.
In the many articles that focussed on heteronormativity, silence on LGBT+ issues
was identified as a key factor. Methods of combatting the heteronormative discourse by
increasing LGBT+ visibility varied, with some focussed on curricular inclusion
(Blackburn, 2003; Ferfolja, 2007; Sumara & Davis, 1999), some highlighting the efficacy
of out of the classroom supports (Griffin, Lee, Waugh, & Beyer, 2008; Toomey,
McGuire, & Russell, 2012), and some taking aim at teacher’s personal behavior (Dalley
& Campbell, 2006; Mayo, 2007). Of particular interest amid this din of suggested
strategies were the researchers who warned of the potential dangers of all of the above
methods. Increasing the visibility of LGBT+ youth risks making them targets and also
reinforces othering and tokenization (Macintosh, 2007; Schmidt, 2010). Given the
research on the geographic factors that increase anti-homosexual rhetoric (Kosciw,
Greytak, & Diaz, 2009; Sullivan-Blum, 2009) and the demographics of many rural
school districts, including my own, these warnings must be taken even more seriously in
small, rural school districts. While the dangers of silence seem far greater, considerable
care must be taken in how the heteronormative narrative is disrupted, and by whom.
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The dangers faced by LGBT+ youth are legion. In addition to verbal harassment
and physical assault, they face increased risks for suicidal ideation, homelessness, eating
disorders, family abuse, exorcism, and so-called conversion therapy. One group of
researchers points to teachers and medical professionals as the front line workers who
are best positioned to spot warning signs and intervene (Salkind, Bevan, Drage,
Samuels, & Hann, 2019). Here too, silence is a major culprit. One enlightening survey
(Mufioz-Plaza, Quinn, & Rounds, 2002) of LGBT+ young adult’s views on what could
have improved their educational experiences showed how the silence of allied teachers
was more harmful to the student’s emotional health than even blatant homophobia by
other school staff, a sentiment echoed in other sources (Blackburn & McCready, 2009).
This is particularly troubling given Seelman and Walker’s 2018 findings on the relative
ineffectiveness of anti-bullying legislation and Swearer, Turner, Givens, and Pollack’s
conclusion that anti-gay slurs can be even more harmful when they target straight youth
who are perceived as gender non-conforming. Although I was very aware of these issues
before beginning my research, even I was shocked to learn how much damage is
inflicted every time the word gay is used as a slur and a teacher brushes it off as not
meant in a hateful way.
The most common way that researchers suggest fighting all of this silence is
through a social justice curriculum that establishes LGBT+ inclusion as just one of the
many civil rights battles in history. This approach is often seen as providing cover for
teachers who expect to confront resistance from parents or administrators on the
inclusion of LGBT+ positive curriculum (Athanases, & Larrabee, 2003; Kumashiro,
2015 ; Marchman, 2002; Thornton, 2003). While inclusion in an anti-oppression
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curriculum may provide some cover, the recent political fear-mongering around Critical
Race Theory has placed all social justice issues in the crosshairs in rural areas. Hitching
LGBT+ inclusivity to that particular wagon may do more harm than good.

A Review of Research on Increasing Student Engagement
Discussions on how to increase student’s engagement in the classroom have, I
suspect, been around for as long as teaching. It’s easy to imagine a young
Australopithecus being lured away from its mother’s toxic berry lecture by a particularly
colorful butterfly, but where that mother had the very real threats of poison and
predation to help keep her charges close and attentive, modern teachers must rely on
methods that don’t depend on mortal consequences. Further, while butterflies can be
very distracting, they are mere insects when compared to cell phones, let alone the
prospect of live peer interaction after over a year of Covid-19 restrictions. Research into
the subject is therefore understandably vast and varied. I dipped my tow in by looking at
the ways that the learning environment could positively and negatively effect student
engagement.
My investigation into the interplay between learning environments and student
engagement began with a topic from my previous research on LGBT+ inclusivity: Inschool victimization and bullying. While little imagination is required to see how
bullying can sour its victims on every aspect of school, I was surprised to learn that
schools with a culture of permissibility surrounding bullying suffered decreased
engagement across the board, including reduced participation in extracurricular
activities (Mehta & Gregory, 2013). While a single teacher can’t change an entire
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school’s culture alone, there is evidence that they can have a noticeable effect.
Researchers Martin and Collie (2019) conducted a longitudinal study covering 2,079
students in 18 high schools and found that positive relationships between students and
teachers had a significant effect on engagement. Even more encouraging, they found
that while the reduction in engagement resulting from negative student/teacher
relationships quickly plateaued, that wasn’t the case on the positive side (Martin &
Collie, 2019). Instead, increasing the number of positive student/teacher relationships
had a bolstering effect and reaped greater than expected results (Martin & Collie, 2019).
This idea is supported by that of a group of European researchers who looked into ways
to increase political participation and interest in young adults and found that an open
classroom climate where teachers and students has positive, trusting relationships
significantly increased the students engagement and interest in the subject being taught
(Martinez-Cousinou et al., 2020). It seems logical to infer that just a few teachers
working together to foster positive relationships and spearhead an anti-bullying
campaign could have a noticeable impact on school wide engagement.
A bit of a dark horse in my learning environment research was an article by
Tannebaum and Tannebaum (2019) that took a completely different approach. While
their research supports the notion that learning environments can have a considerable
effect on student engagement, their approach was purely architectural (Tannebaum &
Tannebaum, 2019). Using the same Social Constructivist learning theory that I have
adopted, and the ideas of visionary John Dewey, they explored how something as
seemingly mundane as desk placement can foster - or hinder - collaboration and
knowledge construction (Tannebaum & Tannebaum, 2019). They found that the row

LGBT+ INCLUSIVITY

16

structure that is so ubiquitous in U.S. schools fosters “compliance and autonomy” over
the “collaboration and collectivity” (p. 60) that are known to improve both engagement
and outcomes (Tannebaum & Tannebaum, 2019). While my experience is limited to
classroom arrangements that were chosen as either an afterthought or for teacher
convenience, this article made me think about the built environment as another tool
that can be manipulated to achieve the results I desire. As I continued my research by
exploring student collaboration and non-traditional teaching methods, I frequently
thought back to this article and its implications.
We’ve all been students and we can all looked back on year after year of lectures
that blend together in our memory into one monotonous drone. For the lucky ones,
there are a few bright spots: Group projects, classroom debates, and other collaborative
efforts that made learning less of a chore because you shared them with friends. This
isn’t just a trick of the imagination. Collaboration, it turns out, is one of the most widely
agreed upon methods of increasing student engagement. I started this section of
research by reconnecting with Ward’s foundational work on the types and benefits of
instructional groupings (1987) and then verified that more modern research continued
to support her findings. Gutherie and Klauda, in their investigation into how agency,
importance, collaboration, and competence effected student literacy outcomes found
that only collaborations and agency led to measurable improvement (2014). The debate,
it seems, isn’t whether or not collaboration is beneficial, but about who it benefits the
most. Some researchers have found that team-based learning is more effective for highachieving students (Wanzek et al., 2014). Researchers believe this is a result of the
benefits of team-based approaches stemming from interaction with a learning
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community, and if such a community isn’t present or if low-achieving students lack the
confidence to actively engage with it, then that benefit is lost (Wanzek et al., 2014). On
the other side of this debate, Hamalainen and Vahasantanen (2011) found that
collaborative learning was more beneficial for those belonging to traditionally
marginalized groups such as minority, female, and neurodivergent students. While who
benefits more is an open question, the consensus is that there are very few downsides to
the practice of having students work together.
Very few downsides is not the same thing as none, and there are reasons beyond
laziness and habit that make many teachers shy away from collaborative learning. Many
of the sources I consulted agree that classroom management challenges are a significant
barrier to this type of instruction (Ellis & Vincent, 2020; Falconer & MacDonald, 2020;
Hamalainen & Vahasantanen, 2011; Kaendler et al., 2015; Maxim, 2010). Kaendler et al.
(2015) investigated the teacher competencies necessary implement collaborative
learning and identified five they deemed essential: the ability to plan student
interaction, monitor, support, and consolidate this interaction, and finally reflect upon
it. This is a tall order for beginning teachers with limited classroom time, yet new
teachers who wait until they acquire more experience before implementing more
demanding forms of instruction run the risk of becoming habituated to what is easy and
familiar - the deeply flawed lecture model. Instead of taking this route, I opted to
research several non-traditional teaching methods and assess their viability based on
my strengths and weaknesses. While many of these had collaborative aspects, I did not
initially use the inclusion of collaboration as a limiting factor.
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I found literature reviews of non-traditional teaching methods to be extremely
helpful in weeding out methods that seemed impractical for me to implement. One such
review by Sefapour et al. (2019) proved particularly useful, helping me to dismiss
flipped classrooms and self-learning as requiring too much intrinsic motivation to work
in the mid-pandemic classrooms I’ve experienced. Students are out of the habits of
discipline that these techniques appear to require. Utilization of social media, another
method they explored (Sefapour et al., 2019), was also removed from consideration.
Given the ever rising threat of online extremism and misinformation, sending middle
and high school students to any social media platform feels extremely ill-advised. Of the
two remaining methods explored in this review - gamification and case-studies - only
one seemed to meet my goal of being fun. As a board and video game enthusiast, I had
high hopes. Unfortunately, after a review of The Multiplayer Classroom (Sheldon,
2020), I had many misgivings about this method. While it certainly met my
requirements of being fun and increasing engagement, it seemed completely at odds
with my desire to make my social studies lessons germane to my students lived
experiences. Far from making social studies and history feel relevant and important, this
would seem to remove it another step from my student’s reality. Feeling as though I’d
hit a bit of a wall on instructional methods, I decided to take a detour into assessment
techniques.
At this point it feels relevant to share that I graduated summa cum laude with a
B.A. in History and minor in Political Science and that I currently having a 4.0 G.P.A. in
graduate school. I don’t say this to brag, but to establish myself as something of an
expert on grades and how they can warp a student’s motivations. While I doubt I will

LGBT+ INCLUSIVITY

19

ever be brave enough to fully embrace Ungrading (2020), I would very much like to
break out of the mold of teach and test that I feel contributes to the stressful and
performance-obsessed climate of most classrooms. Research by Garrett and Camper
(2015) support that formative assessments, when done for grades rather than to provide
teachers with feedback that they use to alter instruction, are not only useless but
potentially detrimental. I therefore explored a number of both formative and summative
assessment methods that are supported by Social Constructivist theory. Warnich &
Lubbe (2019) introduced me to several formative assessment techniques that not only
involved peer collaboration, but also gave students opportunities to get out of their seats
and move, a rarity in assessments and indeed, in classrooms in general. Most intriguing
in this vein of my research were the findings of Morais (2018) and Young (2018), both of
whom found success in using digital products as summative assessments. Morais (2018)
focussed on podcasts and visual displays while Young (2018) utilized digital tools for
timeline creation and collaborative annotations, but both found that the creation of
tangible products that would be publicly viewed increased engagement and fostered
creativity while teaching students tangible skills that they could utilize regardless of
their future plans. The final assessment method I researched wasn’t one that I would
ever have thought to utilize in a secondary classroom.
There are many single page action memorandums that are used in history
classrooms as a primary sources. They are created by researchers to inform policy
makers prior to foreign relations negotiations and consist of brief sections covering
background, options, considerations, and recommendations. It’s easy to understand the
allure of using a primary source that condenses so much information into a single page.
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Falconer and MacDonald (2020) make an excellent case for utilizing the format as a
summative assessment as well. As Gerber (2018) notes, high school history courses are
many students last brush with the subject; Ignoring their needs in order to focus on
college preparation for a small minority does them a disservice. The single action
memorandum, unlike a traditional essay, allows students to focus on skills that are
useful outside of academia. This type of articulation of complexity in a succinct manner
requires considerable research as well as critical thinking skills that will benefit students
regardless of their future plans. Falconer and MacDonald (2020) utilize action
memorandums as assessments within the context of policy creation simulations. This
teaching method is collaborative, and opens up a world of possibilities.
Classroom simulations meet many of the criteria I’ve been searching for. They are
fun, experiential, and collaborative in nature. Before beginning to incorporate these
types of lessons, an activity on building consensus can help students maintain civil
discourse (Zell, 2021). While formats such as debates and mock trials have adversarial
and competitive elements, those negative aspects can be nullified by clearly
communicating that winning and losing are not tied to grades. For debates, Ellis and
Vincent (2020) propose a structured format that curbs classroom management concerns
while boosting engagement by making the audience active participants. Instead of a
question, two teams are given a problematic historical statement - for example, slavery
was not the primary cause of the Civil War - which they must attack or defend.
Everyone, members of both teams and the audience, is given the same primary and
secondary sources to study in preparation (Ellis & Vincent, 2020). Debaters are
encouraged to cherry pick information and take it out of context to win while the
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audience must use their own knowledge to spot these disingenuous arguments and
decide who has made their case (Ellis & Vincent, 2020). This centers the concept that
history is evolving, contentious, and constructed - three things that engage learners!
While debates in this format take a great deal of preparation, simulations also come in
formats that can be done in a single class period.
Simplified simulations can also be very powerful tools. Wright-Maley and Joshi
(2017) discuss using a simple simulation to teach about the spread of the Black Plague in
the fourteenth century. Written in 2017, the authors - also the developer of the
simulation - note that this simulation allows students to connect with the subject of
epidemics in an era where they have no personal experience of them (Wright-Maley &
Joshi). While this is no longer the case, I saw its immediate benefit in helping students
to understand concepts like immunity and quarantine in a less politically fraught
context. More abstract applications of this method are also possible.
Mini games are a form of simulation that take as little as ten minutes of class
time. Vesperman and Clark (2016) use game theory to illustrate the principle of rational
self interests . While this is often not the case in real-world scenarios that games model,
their games make these instances easier to spot. Asal et al. suggest several mini-games,
all or which incorporate a degree of kinesthetics, require no preparation, and can be
completed and discussed within a single standard length class period (2018). They are
all abstract, but illustrate concepts such as the need for specificity in academic language
and how methodology effects outcomes, concepts that all students should learn but
which many struggle with.
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At the opposite end of the spectrum are the Reacting to Past games that have
become popular in undergraduate history courses. This series of games is expensive in
both time and monetary investment, but the many positive outcomes make them worth
investigating. Student course evaluations show that these games result in higher student
satisfaction in addition to the better performance on standardized assessments seen by
teachers (Watson & Hagood, 2017). The advanced subject matter is inappropriate for all
but the most advanced secondary classrooms, but there is considerable literature from
teachers who have created similar experiences tailored to their specific needs (Proctor,
2018; Schiffman, 2020). Although this path represents a considerable initial investment
in time and some trial and error during play testing, it appears capable of paying back
that effort with dividends.
My research into increasing student engagement has covered considerable
ground. While methods like flipped classrooms and self-directed learning may create
more problems then they solve for a novice teacher whose students have endured years
of pandemic trauma, others show promise. Changing the configuration of desks
(Tannebaum, & Tannebaum, 2019), prioritizing the creation of mutually respectful
relationships with students (Martin & Collie, 2019; Martinez-Cousinou, 2020; Mehta et
al., 2015), democratically deciding classroom rules (Maxim, 2010), and increasing
collaborative learning opportunities (Guthrie & Klauda, 2014; Hamalainen, &
Vahasantanen, 2011; Kaendler et al., 2015; Ward, 1987; Wanzek et al., 2014) are easily
implemented. I’ve discovered new and innovative assessment methods (Falconer &
MacDonald, 2020; Garrett & Camper, 2015; Morais, 2018; Warnich & Lubbe, 2019;
Young,
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2018) and multiple ways of incorporating simulations into my lessons (Asal et al., 2018;
Ellis & Vincent, 2020; Falconer & MacDonald, 2020; Gerber, 2018; Schiffman, 2020;
Vesperman & Clark 2016; Wright-Maley & Joshi, 2017). In the next section, I’ll discuss
how these tools can best be utilized in a social studies classroom.

A Review of Research on Social Studies Curriculum and Unit Design
The first section of my research demonstrated how urgently LGBT+ inclusive
content needs to be added to curricula while the second helped me discover the kinds of
innovative lessons that will help students connect with the material. In this section, my
goal was to find ways to utilize this knew knowledge in my social studies classroom. I
began by searching the textbook used in the 11th grade classroom where I am doing my
clinical placement: American History: Reconstruction to the Present (HMH, 2018). In
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989 pages, it dedicates just one, including a large photo, to LGBT Rights and mentions
the AIDS epidemic in two paragraphs, one of which is about assistance to Africa (HMH,
2018). Inadequate as these crumbs are, the students in my class will never see them.
This is because my clinical placement classroom subscribes to the classic method of
teaching history chronologically and for breadth. This means that we begin with Civil
War Reconstruction and cover the units in the textbook from the beginning until we run
out of time at the end of the year. My mentor teacher estimates that this year we will not
make it past WWII. My students will not learn about the few LGBT+ issues tucked in the
back of the this book, nor will they learn about the Cold War, Civil Rights, or Vietnam..
They will not learn about Sputnik - neither the Russian propaganda outlet nor the
ground-breaking satellite it was named for. They may never understand why they live in
a world with two Koreas, why Palestine is no longer on maps, or any of a dozen other
historical issues that continue to plague us today and upon which they will be weighing
in via their votes in less than a year.
For someone who’s goal is to make history feel relevant to my students, this is
intolerable. It also leaves no room to add LGBT+ inclusive content to the curriculum.
My first research objective, therefore, was to find a way to organize and prioritize my
social studies curriculum in a way that doesn’t involve marching relentlessly along to the
pace of the textbook. Several resources were extremely helpful in this task. Pearcy and
Duplass (2011) discusses the challenges of deciding what to cover in a history survey
course. While my clinical placement classroom is very much dedicated to breadth, the
authors of this paper (Pearcy & Duplass, 2011) suggest several reasons to find a balance
between breadth and depth, focussing on the parts of history that are the most relevant
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to my students lives. This is partly to increase engagement and partly because many of
my students will not be going on to college and this will be their only opportunity to
engage with some very important content.
Newly armed with the terminology to properly articulate the kind of curriculum I
want for my students, and with several new reasons why it is important, I sought out
ways to create it. Walker and Carrera (2017) address the need for students to
understand history as something that is constructed and contentious, and to develop the
critical reading and thinking skills that allow them to construct understanding from
multiple sources with disparate points of view. This feels particularly importance to me
as the current political climate has emboldened my local school board to exert a great
deal of influence on the social studies curriculum. These skills are also essential in
helping my students to become informed and active citizens. The article’s authors have
used backward design principles to create a bespoke curriculum for their American
History survey course that dispenses with textbooks entirely and focuses instead on
carefully curated and dissonant primary and secondary source readings (Walker &
Carrera, 2017). This forces students to engage with concepts, ideas, and questions rather
than memorizing a parade of facts. While their units are thematic, they structure them
chronologically to ensure a minimum of coverage that will allow students to develop an
understanding of the arc of history to contextualize their newly acquired knowledge.
Their method is constructivist friendly and lends itself well to project based assessments
such as student-made documentaries, newspapers, and pamphlets (Walker & Carrera,
2017). For more nuts and bolts on how this could be done, I relied on sources I
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discovered while taking Instructional Design courses at WOU to supplement my MAT
coursework.
There are many design models discussed in WOU’s Instructional Design courses
and several utilize backward design - a method of designing lessons by starting with the
learning objective and working backwards to get there. The method that most resonated
with me is known as Understanding by Design and was created by researchers McTighe
and Wiggins (1999). I altered their model only lightly and have used it to create all of the
lessons for by my ID and MAT coursework. My research into curriculum design led me
to another of their works, this one on using the UbD method to move beyond lesson
plans and create units and entire curricula (McTighe & Wiggins, 2011). Their focus is on
creating understanding of key concepts through experiential learning tasks and meshes
perfectly with my
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goals.

The next step in my research was to find content to add to my new curricular
model. Kumashiro (2015) rightly points out that in excluding certain people and groups
from the narrative of history while centering others, we are telling our students who
does and doesn’t matter in society. Including traditionally marginalized voices, however,
is not without pitfalls; There is a danger of tokenizing LGBT+ history (Ferfolja, 2007) or
contribute to othering (Macintosh, 2007). So while a large unit on LGBT+ history may
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be tempting, the better solution appears to be to insert content into lesson plans
wherever themes and context make them appropriate. The Rutledge History of Queer
America (Romesburg, 2018), feels tailor made for that purpose. This amazing resource
has chapters covering every era of American history as well as rarely discussed
intersectional themes such as labor, consumerism, and rural spaces (Romesburg, 2018).
For student reading, there is A Queer History of the United States for Young People
(Bronski, 2019), chock full of short biographies and vignettes that begin with Indigenous
peoples circa 1500 and continue to the present. The final chapter, covering teen
transgender activist Aidan DeStefano’s fight for inclusion in his high school, is
particularly relevant to both current controversies, and the idea that history is not
confined to the past but is instead being created by us every day (Bronski, 2019). While
these resources offer ways to include LGBT+ issues covering breadth, I am also focussed
on depth.
In spite of being moderately well versed in marginalized histories, I was surprised
to find several sources with a strong local focus. With nearly every student in my school
having some ties to the lumber industry and the local mill, a discussion about why so
many men chose to leave the cities and go to remote resource extraction sites like
lumber camps - which featured poor pay and hazardous conditions in exchange for
inclusion in all male communities - is bound to get lively (Boag, 2003; Rupp & Freeman,
2014). Flannel may fly, but student engagement is unlikely to be a problem.
The National Archives are a treasure trove of information on the evolution of
government policy. The Lavender Menace - an LGBT+ purge that ran concurrent with
the Red Scare and McCarthyism but rarely gets coverage in high school classes - offers a
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wonderful opportunity to explore primary sources (Asking, 2016). Oyez.org, an online
judicial archive of the Supreme Court of the United States, is another treasure trove of
sources with majority and dissenting opinions tailor made for debate (DeWitt, 2012):.
Like the discussion of lumber camps, these debates are likely to increase engagement,
but care must be taken.
One of the dangers of encouraging debate in a high school classroom is that
students might oblige. Rupp and Freeman (2014) devote several sections to advice on
ensuring respectful classroom behavior with the need to create classroom norms long
before controversial topics come up being the most important. They also offer tips for
dealing with reluctant administrators and concerned parents (Rupp & Freeman, 2014).
Another concern they attempt to address is the need to avoid turning LGBT+ history
into a story about victimization and oppression (Rupp & Freeman, 2014). The Pansy
Craze - the popularization of drag shows that flourished during Prohibition - and its
connection to speakeasy culture, the popularity and social acceptability of Boston
marriages during the female-led reform movements, and the Harlem Renaissance are
just a few topics that highlight resilience, adaptability, and intersectionality (Rupp &
Freeman, 2014). Documenting Intimate Matters: Primary Sources for a History of
Sexuality in America (Foster, 2012), can be used to augment these or any of the other
topics mentioned with primary sources. Armed with the need, method, and content for
crafting a custom curriculum, there are only the nuts and bolts to work out.
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Summary
My research has shown me the importance of including LGBT+ content in my
classroom, lesson designs to boost student engagement with the topic, how to add
content to an already crowded curriculum, and finally, what content to add. The
challenge is in creating something from these parts that results in a learning
environment that is safe for everyone and an educational experience that fosters critical
thinking, civic engagement, and empathy.
While it is beyond the scope of this literature review to craft an entire curriculum,
I now have the tools and knowledge I need to do so. The first order of business is
reduction. In order to make sure history feels relevant to my student’s lived experiences,
the political issues of the day should be my starting point. Once a modest collection of
modern issues are identified - climate change, civil rights, education, healthcare,
hegemony, immigration, income inequality, judicial reform, polarization, voting rights the best historical parallel to offer explanations and context should be found. Those core
units should then be arranged chronologically with any gaps filled in with mini-lessons
to provide a sense of the arc of history. Care should be taken to ensure that LGBT+
voices are heard throughout. The Stonewall Riots can easily be included in the Civil
Rights unit, the Lavender Scare should be taught beside the Red Scare in the unit on
hegemony, the AIDS epidemic should be included in the healthcare unit, and so on.
These adjustments directly address several of my teaching goals and align well
with my philosophy. Ending the curricular silence on LGBT+ issues is an important first
step in making my classroom a safe learning environment for all my students, and
focussing on relevant topics that tie into current public debates should reduce student
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apathy. An interesting and inclusive curriculum can, however, only get you so far. In
order for these to be effective at educating students, students have to pay attention and
engage with them. The largest impact of my research will therefore likely be from my
exploration of non-traditional lesson plans.
Simulations were the surprising winner of my dive into improving student
engagement and they offer so many wonderful options for lessons. An AIDS Taskforce
role-play where activist members are struck down during policy discussions (Rupp &
Freeman, 2014), a structured controversy debate centered on the military’s “don’t ask,
don’t tell” policy (Ellis & Vincent, 2020), policy writing simulations covering the school’s
trans-inclusive bathroom guidelines, and so many mock trial options just from
SCOTUS: One, Inc. v. Olesen (1958), Baker v. Nelson (1972), Bowers v. Hardwick
(1986), Romer v. Evans (1996), Boy Scouts of America v. Dale (1996), Lawrence v. Texas
(2003), United States v. Windsor (2013), Obergefell v Hodges (2015), and Masterpiece
Cakeshop, Ltd. v. Colorado Civil Rights Commission (2018). While my clinical teaching
assignment will not afford me the freedom to enact the many of the changes to the
curriculum that my research has helped me to identify as necessary, utilizing
simulations in my lesson planning will help me to identify research questions and collect
data necessary to improve my teaching and progress toward my goal of creating a more
inclusive, relevant, and fun learning environment for my students.
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Chapter Three
Research Methods

The methods of inquiry for this study focused on the principles and practices of
action research, using self-study aligned with professional teacher standards, teacher
artifacts, journal reflections, and student artifacts as a means of data collection. I will
begin with a review of action research principles to establish the foundation for this
study’s method of inquiry. Second, I will review the choices and purposes of data
collection that helped to highlight my instruction and means for searching for
improvement. Third, I will detail my context for the study, methods of data collection
protocols, maintaining credibility and trustworthiness of the data, and acknowledge my
limitations as a researcher. Finally, I will present the procedures used for studying my
practice, while providing data and analysis that speaks to adaptations and adjustments
made to my instruction as I implanted this study.

Research Question
I initially established three directions for my research based on my teaching
philosophy and personal goals as a teacher. While they had three distinct focusses LGBT+ inclusivity, experiential lesson planning, and modern relevance - all had the goal
of increasing student engagement. In my literature review I found an abundance of
information on the latter two subjects. There seems to be little debate on the general
inferiority of the lecture model of teaching and a wealth of opportunities to diverge from
it. I found so many sources on utilizing simulations in the Social Studies classroom and
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tying lessons to current events, in fact, that the bulk of my time on those areas of the
literature review was spent finding the best possible examples for my situation. LGBT+
inclusivity was, unfortunately, a very different story. There were a few articles on
curricular inclusivity, a few on LGBT+ teachers, and several that detailed the difficulty
faced by these students, especially in terms of bullying. Even these few sources were
inadequate to answer my research question as they were exclusively focussed on large,
urban and suburban schools. Methods on increasing inclusivity for LGBT+ students in a
small, rural school was virtually nonexistent. After consulting with my advisory
committee, I determined that I should make that area the focus of my action research
moving forward.
I examined methods for increasing LGBT+ outcomes including curricular
inclusivity and community building. This focus is aligned with INTASC Standards for
teacher professional development. Additionally, I considered how studying my own
practice in line with INTASC Standards could improve my own instruction and
therefore, student learning. My purpose of this study was to learn methods of improving
outcomes for LGBT+ students in small, rural schools. My research question for this
study was How do I design lessons and curriculum to promote sensitivity toward
LGBT+ students? I hoped to learn strategies for including LGBT+ issues in all of my
classes, including non-history courses like Geography and Economics where it is often
completely overlooked. Data gathered from a focus on this question was used to validate
inclusive lesson plans and test the efficacy of community building efforts.
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INTASC Standards
InTASC - Interstate Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium - standards are
designed to help teachers prepare students for college or the workforce. They provide a
map to help teachers be as effective as possible. InTASC (CCSSO, 2013) standard 3(a)
stresses the importance of creating “a safe, positive learning climate of openness, mutual
respect, support, and inquiry” (p. 21). While standards 2(a) and 2(d), innumerate the
need for inclusive lessons that highlight multiple perspectives (CCSSO, 2013). Although
these standards are the most important for my research, all of the InTASC standards are
designed to provide a benchmark for teachers to measure their progress and to help
them grow throughout their careers.

Methods and Procedures
Because my purpose was to describe my own teaching practice as well as how I
use data to improve my own practice in line with the INTASC professional standards, it
was important to choose a method that could account for both what the standards are
for teachers and how I was paying attention to my own practice through data collection
to improve it. Accordingly, this study was designed as an action research study.
Action research is a process by which a teacher works to improve aspects of their
classroom and pedagogy. While teachers constantly adjust their teaching practices
based on their impressions and observations, action research is systematic; A time
frame is set, research questions are decided upon, data is collected, and decisions are
made based on the analysis. Action research can be used to improve professional
practices or to solve specific classroom problems.
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Data Collection
The basic steps in action research are 1) identify a topic or issue to study, 2)
collect data related to the chosen topic or issue, 3) analyze and interpret the collected
data, and 4) carry out action planning, which represents the application of the action
research results. Data collection in an action research project typically is related to the
topic or issues, and provide answers pertinent to the research questions. As Padak and
Padak observe, “Any information that can help you answer your questions is data”
(1994). Therefore, I used a variety of data collection tools related to my topic to ensure
the validity of my results. Furthermore, I adhered to the following four characteristics in
determining the data I would collect for my study, 1) anonymity of students, 2)
comparison in data collection was built in so that the results could be judged against
themselves both before and after the intervention period, 3) aspects of performance to
be examined were identified prior to data collection so that the information was relevant
and connected to the research questions, and 4) a variety of data was collected so that
different aspects of the topic could be brought to light (Padak and Padak, 1994). Finally,
because I was studying my own practice while I was in the middle of said practice, I
acknowledge the “spiraling nature” of data collection in action research (Padak and
Padak, 1994). By focusing on data in connection to my research questions, my attention
tuned to other pieces of data that emerged in relation to my questions. These emergent
data pieces were included as part of the study as they had relevance to my research
questions.
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Because my research questions focus on inclusivity and engagement, I chose to
collect data that would provide information about how my practice and the
interventions I identified aligned with the research topic. The types of data I chose to
collect are described next.

Research Journal
I will keep a research journal, logging data relevant to my research question
weekly as well as any time that a classroom event or observation warrants. According to
Andrew Johnson, author of A Short Guide to Action Research (2011), research journals
provide an excellent resource when looking back at the chronology of a research project.
I will use my journal to make note of students comments regarding lesson enjoyment
and relevance and comments related to sexual orientation regardless of whether they
are related to lessons. I will also record my impressions on student engagement, lesson
efficacy, and any other data relevant to my research question. In addition to recording
classroom observations, I will record both formal and informal interactions with the
administration and my fellow teachers. I will keep my research journal in a Google
Document so that it can be accessed and added to via a number of different devices.

Student Artifacts: Surveys and Rating Scales
Surveys provide a way for students to share their feelings in a quick and efficient
manner (Johnson, 2011). Their brevity encourages completion, provides a snapshot of
the most relevant data, and lets students know that how they feel about lessons is
important. Rating scales, when used in conjunction with surveys, can help gauge the
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strength of student’s opinions. Each unit covered in the classroom will end with a survey
containing a mix of closed-response questions and rated statements.

Context of the Study
This study was conducted in a small rural high school in Oregon. The school
serves 350 students split between in-person, online, and hybrid classrooms, 13% are
classified as having disabilities, 55% are on track to graduate on time, and 95% qualify
for free or reduced cost lunch. No data on the number of students who identify as
LGBT+ was available. The school employs 21 teachers, only 57% of whom are licensed
and have been teaching for more than 3 years. Classes last 55 minutes and run Monday
through Thursday.
The social science department lost two teachers when the school board
announced they would not be enforcing the staff vaccination requirements imposed by
the state. As a result, the department is composed of one veteran teacher, one first year
teacher, and myself, a student teacher working on an emergency license. We collaborate
as much as possible and have weekly meetings to coordinate curriculum.
Classroom size varies wildly within the department with the smallest having only
five students and the largest having twenty-six. The department also covers several
study halls for students taking dual-credit college courses or who are following a hybrid
model due to behavioral issues. The data for this research project was collected from two
senior level Economics classes, a sophomore level Global Studies class, and three study
halls.
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Participants
Because this study was designed using an action research approach, the main
participant in the study is myself, as the teacher. As my learning progressed throughout
my student teaching program, I became interested in a number of ideas that would help
me to improve my instruction. Ultimately, I decided to focus on the main research area
outlined in my research question. To lend credibility to the results I will share from my
self-study of my practice, it is important to describe my role in the classroom where I
teach. In this section I will focus on describing my own classroom and my role as the
teacher.
I currently teach at a small rural high school in southwestern Oregon. I began my
time here across the hall as a student teacher in the US History: Reconstruction to
Present classroom. My mentor teacher encouraged me to apply for the position as the
third social studies teacher for the school before the second semester began. The
position had been open for over a year and the school was considering a candidate
without a bachelor’s degree or any experience with social studies or teaching other than
being an assistant baseball coach. The administration hired me almost immediately and
has been extremely supportive. I teach one section of sophomore level Global Studies
and all of the school’s senior level economics classes. While my mentor teacher
continues to provide me advice and support, I am solely responsible for curriculum,
lesson planning, and the design and implementation of this study.

LGBT+ INCLUSIVITY

39

How I Studied My Teaching
This action research project will last eight weeks. The first week of the project
coincides with the first week of the semester and my first week as a teacher. We will
spend a day discussing my teaching philosophy and collaborating on a set of classroom
expectations for both my students and myself. I will ask questions regarding the types of
lessons they are most and least fond of and what they hope to learn from the class. For
the remainder of the week we will do a unit on consensus building and use the Newberg
School Board as one of our case studies. Newberg has been in the news a good deal due
to a controversial ban of Pride and BLM flags. The discussions that this unit will
encourage will give me a good understanding of my student’s opinions regarding LGBT+
issues.
In weeks two through six, I will make entries in my research journal and monitor
student feedback assignments and behavior in order to gauge their opinions on the
inclusion of LGBT+ content. Surveys will include direct questions on whether students
found lessons enjoyable and relevant.
In weeks seven and eight, I will compile the data that I have collected and graph
student responses. By offering a variety of lesson types over the course of the study and
continually monitoring those lessons for engagement, I hope to find techniques that will
make me a more effective educator.
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Chapter Four
Discussion of the Findings

Establishing a Baseline
As a newcomer to the community, I knew that my first task needed to be learning
about the school’s culture around LGBT+ issues. For my first month at the school my
role was that of student teacher; I spent much of my time sitting in the back of my
mentor teacher’s classroom, observing and incidentally doing a fair amount of
eavesdropping. I observed that “gay” was used as a derogatory comment leveled against
everything from movies, shoes, and bad jokes to people who did things that were judged
as uncool. Students used the term openly as a negative and I never saw any member of
the staff attempt to curb the practice in any way. For people who failed to conform to
gender norms, the student body used far more colorful terms. These words were only
used when students were speaking amongst themselves, usually in hushed tones. They
knew that these words weren’t acceptable, but again, I never saw any member of the
faculty or staff take action against their use. This inactions was, unfortunately, one of my
only methods of gauging the attitudes of the faculty and staff. Indifference seemed to be
the baseline attitude for the school’s adult population, though I would learn before my
research project concluded that that indifference was sometimes just a thin veneer to
cover open hostility.
When I was hired at the beginning of the second semester, I was given the
opportunity to collect a wealth more data. All of my classes began by doing a consensus
building exercise that included the Newberg School Board controversy as one of its case
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studies. Newberg has been in the news a good deal due to a controversial ban of Pride
and BLM flags at their school. The discussions that this unit encouraged gave me a good
understanding of my student’s opinions regarding LGBT+ issues. They fell loosely into
one of these groups:

1. Non-Christian ideas, including LGBT+ issues, should not be discussed in public
schools under any circumstances.
2. Students should be allowed to be openly LGBT+, but teachers should not share
their personal identities or non-conforming ideas with students.
3. Teachers should be allowed to be openly LGBT+, but they should not be
permitted to inject LGBT+ issues into the curriculum.
4. Both teachers and students should be allowed to be openly LGBT+, but LGBT+
issues should not be included in the curriculum.
5. Teachers and students should have full 1st amendment protection in school, and
the curriculum should include all relevant information.

The majority of my students fell into category 4, expressing the sentiment that
people shouldn’t have to hide their identity in school, but that it was a personal matter
that shouldn’t affect the curriculum. When I concluded the unit by displaying the
Oregon high school Social Studies standards (Oregon Department of Education, 2018)
and pointing out the numerous times when teachers are required to include the
experiences of “traditionally marginalized groups (women, people with disabilities,
immigrants, refugees, and individuals who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender)”
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the classroom attitude shifted (pp. 5-26). Suddenly, some students were appalled that
the “liberal elites in Portland” - I did point out that the parties in questions were more
likely in Salem - were trying to push their agenda on rural areas, while others wanted to
know why, if that was the case, none of their teachers were doing it. I did not mention
that much of the rest of the state was already using the new, far more inclusive,
standards and that our school board had decided that we were not allowed to yet, and
probably wouldn’t even after they were mandated.
By the end of the unit, several students had dropped the class. Although
Economics is a graduation requirement, Covid protocols currently allow students to
switch to online learning on a class by class basis. The online classes are both
notoriously easy and completely unsupervised.

Curricular Inclusion
On the surface, economics may not seem like the easiest course in which to
include LGBT+ voices, but this is only true if your view of inclusion is to have a few
token LGBT+ lessons and call it a day. My research showed me that challenging
heteronormativity in small ways, every day, was both more effective and habit forming
(Ferfolja, 2007). With that in mind, the task became much easier.
For example, when we were learning about the labor market, we played several
classroom games. In one, students were given a reservation wage that represented their
cost of going to work. If the wage being offered - based on a die roll - didn’t exceed their
reservation wage, then they wouldn’t go to work that day. Later rounds of the game
introduced unemployment insurance and minimum wage variables, but first we had a
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discussion about what their reservation wage represented. Transportation and child care
costs were at the top of the list of suggestions. One male student suggested that instead
of randomly assigning reservation wages, we should have given the higher ones to the
girls. I pointed out that while it was great that he acknowledged that women do far more
unpaid labor in our country, men might also need to take care of children. “That’s what
wives are for,” he quipped back. “What if he has a husband?” I asked. There was a bit of
a gasp around the room and then a long silence, as if I had said something scandalous,
but I moved the discussion along and we proceeded through the lesson.
For our personal finance unit, I modified a budgeting lesson from Next Gen
Personal Finance (2022). I liked the lesson because it proposed a real world scenario
where a young person was having to make a budget and potentially take on a roommate
due to an unexpected rent hike. I disliked the fact that the main character was a young
college educated women who spent the majority of her disposable income on clothes
and the person she went to for help was a cousin who’s only qualification seemed to be
that he was male. I swapped the genders of the two characters and gave the female a
degree in accounting, making her an actual expert. As I was reading over the altered
lesson, I realized that the previously female character made several referred to having a
boyfriend. I started to fix it, then realized there was absolutely nothing wrong. When we
did the lesson in class and students commented, I pointed out that LGBT+ people are
just as confused by economics as the rest of us and moved on. They quickly got used to
me inserting comments like this and it ceased to be remarkable to all but a few students.
For that vocal minority, my incidental inclusivity was a problem.
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In a lesson on the wage gap, all of my students were at least aquatinted with the
concept of the gender wage gap. When I wrote the stats on the whiteboard, several of my
white male students made a show of rolling their eyes and grumbling. Then I added the
figures for people of color, and the groans got a bit louder. When I finally added the
breakdown for the LGBT+ community, two students got up and walked out. The rest of
us had a very interesting discussion about why we thought gay men suffered from a
wage gap whereas lesbian women actually earn more than straight women, why bisexual
and transgender workers seem to suffer the most, and how intersectionality plays its
part. The students who opted to leave class without permission switched to the online
class, thus avoiding the usual consequences of leaving class without permission and
becoming heroes and role models to their clique.
I expected the affects of my attempts at inclusivity to be difficult to measure, but I
was happy to be proven wrong. The change in my own practice was gradual but
noticeable. I no longer needed a post-it on my lesson planning notebook reminding me
to include LGBT+ voices and issues because just as I’d hoped, inclusivity became
habitual. The changes in my classroom, on the other hand, came in small but sometimes
shocking bursts.
I frequently use a classroom activity called shells and stones that I discovered
during my literature review (Warnich & Lubbe, 2019). This involves me displaying a
statement or question on the large, exposed metal pillar in my classroom and students
using personalized magnets to mark their degree of agreement on a scale. For example,
in one lesson I wrote “The role of government in our economy should be ______” and
placed a label at the top that said “extensive” and one at the bottom that said “minimal.”
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The magnets, which students created themselves in class, aren’t terribly sturdy and
several have had to be replaced. The first inkling I had that my attempts at inclusivity
were having a positive affect was when a student with a broken magnet replaced her old
one, which contained just her name, with one displaying a rainbow.

I’d previously had no idea she identified as LGBT+ and still wasn’t sure at first some people just like rainbows. But as the weeks passed, she became more vocal and
several other students joined her. By the time we had the wage gap lesson, I had two
students comfortably comparing and laughing about how their identities - a bisexual
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Hispanic woman and a Black lesbian - were going to impact their earnings. While it is
far too soon to make any definitive claims, it is obvious to me that a single teacher
making relatively minor alterations to their curriculum can make a difference for
LGBT+ students in small, rural schools.

Building Community
While I am pleased with the progress I’ve made toward curricular inclusion, its
benefits are limited to the students in my classes. In order to attempt to provide a sense
of community and support for all of the LGBT+ students in the school, I determined that
I would need to think bigger.
My first class of the day is also my smallest and the only one where I teach
underclassmen. In order to address overcrowding and fill out my schedule after I was
hired, a half dozen sophomores join me first period for Global Studies. Before class one
morning, I overheard two of my students discussing their preferred pronouns. It was the
first time I’d heard anyone at the school discuss pronouns in a way that wasn’t either
related to an ELA assignment or derogatory. They began discussing the need for a
gender studies class where they could “talk about stuff.”
The other students were trickling in and one said, “It just is, why do you need to
study it?”
I smiled. “Sex is what bits you’re born with,” I told him, “gender is what the world
does to you because of it.” He thought for a moment and then chuckled. The bell rang
and we started class, but I could see the two students who’d begun the discussion
sharing glances. After class, they both lingered, clearly looking for an opening.
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“We’ll probably never talk the school into a gender studies class,” I said, picking
up the thread of the old conversation, “but you could start a club.”
They moved closer to my desk and lowered their voices as if our worried about
the seniors who were starting to pour in for second period economics.
“You think they’d let us?” one asked.
“No way,” the other said, but she looked at me hopefully.
“The supreme court says they have to,” I told them. “If you decide it's something
you want to do, I’d be happy to be your faculty advisor. I can ask one of the councilors
what you’d need to do and…” I stopped. The bell was about to ring but I didn’t need time
to finish what I was saying; They were both beaming and nodding their heads.

Over the next few weeks, a pattern developed. I would go into my mentor
teacher’s room during our mutual planning period and ask him who I should go to next,
he would suggest someone, and I would email them asking for information on how to
form a club. I would then wait a few days and follow up in person at which time that
person would direct me to someone else - often someone I’d already talked to. Although
not conspiracy minded, the run-around I was getting was hard to ignore. I phrased all of
my requests in a generic way “some of my students want to start a club” rather than
mentioning a GSA specifically, but several people I approached asked what the club was
going to be about and I answered. Toward the end of my quest it became obvious that
word had gotten around.
I’d had only limited interactions with the school’s principal, but they’d all been
positive. He’d welcomed me as a student teacher, interviewed and hired me for my
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current job, and gone to bat for me with the school board when one of my classroom
decorations was erroneously identified as being BLM related. I’d explained both the
pedagogical reason for the poster and the history of the raised fist as a symbol of
solidarity and he’d handled it. Still, I felt a considerable amount of trepidation when I
emailed him. I had been employed at the school for less than two months and I knew
what I was doing was bound to cause some amount of trouble. I decided that it would be
best to include the benefits of the club that I’d learned through my research without
making the message overly formal:

Two of my sophomore students have approached me about their desire to
start a Gay Straight Alliance at [our school]. Gay Straight Alliances are studentled, student-organized clubs with the objective of creating a safe, welcoming, and
accepting school environment for LGBT+ students, students with LGBT+ friends
or family, and anyone else interested in expressing support or learning more
about LGBT+ issues. GSAs help make schools safer by providing support and
education around LGBT+ issues. Research shows that GSAs also improve
outcomes for LGBT+ students by improving attendance, reducing behavioral
issues associated with marginalization, and giving students a safe and trusted
venue for discussing bullying and harassment. Most importantly, research shows
that the presence of a GSA can greatly reduce suicidal ideation among LGBT+
youth even if they aren’t members, because just knowing that community support
is available if it is needed provides students with options and feelings of
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solidarity. If you’d like me to provide links to the research I’ve cited, please don’t
hesitate to ask.
Because GSA’s are student led clubs, I can’t speak to what students will
decide to do once one is formed. GSA’s in other schools do everything from
organizing social activities and participating in community service projects to just
talking about mutual issues and providing each other with support. Although I
am not a member of the LGBT+ community, I do consider myself an ally and will
be happy to act as their faculty advisor. In that capacity I will ensure that
students obey all of the district’s policies regarding clubs and conduct themselves
in a manner appropriate for the potentially difficult subject matter that may be
discussed. I don't anticipate the club requiring a budget or any equipment beyond
what is present in the classroom.

Later that day he saw me walking down the hall and called me into his office. I
braced myself for the worst, but it didn’t come. Instead, he told me about his gay niece,
her wife, and their daughter. He talked to me about the potential obstacles and ways to
protect myself when (not if) there was trouble. “We’re really excited to have you here,”
he told me, “and we don’t want to lose you.” I thanked him profusely and dashed off to
tell my students.

The next day, they met in my class during lunch to brainstorm. We’d barely
gotten started when my door opened and a head poked in and looked around
uncertainly.
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“We haven’t even decided when the meeting is,” my student told the newcomer.
“I just wanted to see…”
Suddenly everyone was looking at me. I shrugged, “come on in.”
The door swung open to reveal five more students. They decided on a lunchtime
meeting every Wednesday and agreed that we’d expand to include a day after school if
we had enough interest. I made flyers over the weekend and gave them to the students
to hang on the many bulletin boards that line the main halls before class started. They

slid into their seats just as the bell rang, giving me a quick thumbs up. I expected them
back for more planning at lunch, but they rushed in after second period.
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“They’re all gone,” they told me. One looked mad enough to hurt someone and
the other was close to tears. “They ripped them all down but one.”
I walked out into the hallway and looked at the bulletin boards. All of the usual
notices were in place, but our flyers were gone. The teacher in the neighboring
classroom, herself a newcomer this year, poked her head out of her class when she saw
me in the hall.
“They tore the rest down,” I said, pointing to the one remaining flyer, battered
and dangling by a single half-torn corner.
“Assholes,” she whispered emphatically. “Do you have more?” She asked. “I’ll put
one inside my glass.” Each classroom door in the hall had a floor to ceiling window
beside it. I grinned and nodded, rushing back to my room to grab more flyers. Taped
inside the classrooms facing out, the flyers had the same visibility to the kids in the hall
with none of the exposure.
I discussed the matter with my mentor teacher that afternoon and he counseled
me to inform the principal and keep informing him of every single incident. I agreed
that documentation was important and sent off an email. I was surprised when I got an
almost immediate response: “I’ll check the cameras,” he said. I hadn’t known there were
cameras and I was suddenly worried about my students. If certain students got into
trouble over this - if, for example, they were disciplined and missed an important game than the repercussions might be extreme. But I needn’t have worried. As far as I can tell,
nothing was ever done to punish the vandals. There are now flyers inside the glass in
several classrooms up and down the hall and the lone survivor of the assault, smoothed
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out, laminated, and stapled to the cork board directly in front of her classroom by my
neighbor, is still there.
This strategic retreat led almost immediately to a new challenge. Reasoning that
no-one reads the stuff on the bulletin boards anyway, I submitted a notice for the
morning announcements. The drone club and the D&D club, neither of which had more
than three students, had been running the same announcements every day that I’d been
at the school. I’d heard them so many times that I knew them by heart. I worded ours
carefully: “The Gay Straight Alliance is a student-let organization dedicated to building
community and support for LGBT+ students. Join us for lunch Wednesdays in room
210.” Simple. Boring. Soon everyone would know it by heart. I walked down to the office
and hand delivered it to the school secretary. I watched her expression shift as she read
over it, she looked at it as if it were suddenly coated in bugs then up at me. “Uh huh,”
she said, and slapped it onto her desk.
It didn’t run. Not that day or the next. We had our first meeting, an enormous
success with twenty-six students attending and only one pack of bullies requiring a stare
down. And still it didn’t run.
I remembered my mentor teacher telling me to document everything, so I sent
the request via email. The next day, it ran. And then it was gone again. I asked one of my
seniors that is on the rotation to read announcements if they knew why it wasn’t
running. I was worried there had been a complaint, but apparently not. It just wasn’t on
the list anymore. I resent my email. The reply came in the form of a change of policy
notice - henceforth announcements would only run for a single week. The week was now
over and our announcement had run only once, but our time was clearly up.
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My research journal is bursting with similar incidents. Nearly every school day
has an entry cataloguing some petty attempt to intimidate or marginalize the club. But I
don’t want that to be the focus of my findings. The purpose of my project has been to
find ways to counteract the school’s culture of LGBT+ exclusion and erasure, not
catalogue it. Thankfully, I have one last anecdote to share which I believe illustrates the
success that can be achieved, even over such a short span of time.
Walking through the nearly deserted halls during my planning period a few
weeks ago, I encountered a student.
“How are you doing today, Ms. Love?” He asked.
I tried to remember where I’d seen him before. It is a small school and I’ve grown
accustomed to the fact that nearly everyone knows my name even if I have no idea who
they are. This time wasn’t quite that bad. I knew that he ate lunch with the video game
clique, several of whom are my students. I sometimes stop on my way past the benches
in front of the library where they congregate to ask how they like a new, hot game or ask
what they thought of the latest comic book movie. I also thought I remembered seeing
him at the D&D club meetings. I didn’t remember us ever having spoken.
“Pretty good, how are you?” I asked. We were traveling in the same direction, but
I was heading up the stairs so I slowed down to give him time to answer.
“I wanted to let you know I’m part of the community,” he said. I stopped, not
understanding what he was talking about but knowing from his tome and expression
that it was serious. As he kept talking, his words spilling out and over each other, his
meaning became painfully clear. “If there’s anything I can do to help with the club, let
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me know. It just has to be quiet. I’ve been a community member for six years now, but
nobody can know.” He looked over his shoulder, making sure the halls were still empty.
I realized how scared he must be and how much trust he was placing in me, someone he
had never even really met. I’d become a teacher to help students exactly like him, and
here he was offering his help to me. I had nothing tangible to give him, but I offered
what I could.
“Even if you don’t feel like you can come to the meetings,” I told him, “you can
always come and talk to me about anything. You know where my room is, right?”
He gave me a hesitant smile and a tiny nod.
“If anybody asks why, we’ll just tell them you’re helping me with something in
Minecraft.”
That got a real smile. “It’s good you’re here,” he told me as he headed off toward
class. I watched him go, then went back to my empty room, glad that there was nobody
there to see me cry. My words felt so empty. He deserved more. They all deserve so
much more.
At the next club meeting, I laid out the problem as completely hypothetical:
How do we build community and support for people who aren’t able to come to club
meetings? They agreed that it was a problem - they all knew someone who wanted to
come but couldn’t because of sports, parents, or peer group pressure. I gave them the
only solution that my daughter and I had been able to come up with: A Discord where
students could join anonymously. It was met with so much enthusiasm that the server
was set up before the end of the meeting. They discussed the rules they wanted to
implement with amazing pragmatism, weighing the desire for openness against the need
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to control bullying. Once everything is set up to the group’s satisfaction, they plan to
make posters with QR codes so that students can get the server information quickly and
covertly. Living in this imperfect world has made them incredibly resourceful and
mature beyond their years.
It is hard for me to articulate how profound an affect that that brief conversation
in the stairway has had on me. Whenever I’m faced with pettiness or hostility and I
think of giving up, I remember his bravery and the trust he placed in me. He reminds
me that what I am doing is far more important than buttons or flyers or morning
announcements. Someday, I hope that he will take me up on my offer and come by my
classroom to talk so that I can tell him how important his words were to me. They have
become my mantra, repeated whenever times get tough: Its good I’m here.
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Chapter Five
Implications

Overview
I began this action research project with three research questions drawn from my
teaching philosophy and personal goals as a teacher. They focused on ways that I can
increase LGBT+ inclusivity in my classroom, design lessons that help students construct
knowledge rather than just memorize facts, and increase engagement by tying lessons to
my student’s lived experiences. In my review of the relevant literature, I found
experiential lesson plans and modern relevance in high school social science classrooms
to be well travelled ground. The same could not be said for LGBT+ inclusivity. There
were some articles on curricular inclusivity, a few on LGBT+ teachers, and several that
discussed the dangers of bullying, but their relevance was limited. None addressed ways
to approach the issue in a small, rural school during a Trump inspired spate of
legislative homophobia. I therefore narrowed my focus so that I could concentrate on
LGBT+ inclusivity.
In order to answer the question of how I could increase LGBT+ inclusivity in my
classroom, I compiled data in the form of inclusive lesson plans, student artifacts, and
my observations logged in a research journal.

Results - Curricular Inclusion
My observations regarding curricular inclusion were very encouraging. With very
little effort I was able to incorporate LGBT+ inclusive content into economics
coursework. The inclusion of the content led quickly to LGBT+ students being more
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comfortable expressing their identity and discussing LGBT+ issues in the classroom. In
the future I will strive to include LGBT+ economics data whenever its available and also
inject subtle challenges to heteronormativity into my lessons when possible.

Results - Community Building
My observations regarding the formation of a Gay Straight Alliance in a small,
rural school were promising. While far more observation time is necessary before any
conclusions can be drawn about how school culture can be changed, it is clear that the
formation of an LGBT+ club has benefits for the students. In the future, I will continue
to advise and support the fledgling GSA while I search for more ways to make small,
rural schools more welcoming places for their LGBT+ students.

Limitations
There were numerous limitations to this action research project but by far the
most impactful was the lack of time. Inclusivity is not something that can be achieved at
the snap of a finger. Creating a safe space within a classroom requires earning student
trust, and that takes time. Shifts in school culture take even longer, and manifest in so
many subtle ways that they should be studied over years or perhaps decades, but never
weeks.
Another limitation was my own inexperience. A veteran teacher would
undoubtably have been able to include more LGBT+ content in their existing curriculum
than I was able to as I struggled to make my lesson plans meet so many other criteria as
well. My inexperience working within the administrative hierarchy was also a liability.
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While I know that some of the challenges I faced while forming the GSA were
intentionally created, it is difficult to judge how much to attribute to obstruction and
how much was just my incompetence.
Other notable limitations include the lingering presence of the pandemic, the lack
of an available control group, and the study’s timing at the end of the school year. Nearly
all of these limitations will be absent in any future action research I conduct.

Future Implications
My philosophy of education was built on my own experiences as a student and as
the mother of an LGBT+ student. I firmly believe that school should be a place where all
students see themselves in the content, understand the relevance of the curriculum to
their own lives, and want to go because learning is fun.
The findings of this action research project show how quickly and easily the
inclusion of LGBT+ identities in the curriculum made students feel empowered.
Curricular silence, such a prominent subject in the literature, is easily banished. So
easily, in fact, that it is troubling that more teachers don’t make the effort.
Providing community and support for LGBT+ students is both slower and
considerably more difficult. Inside of the classroom, teachers enjoy considerable
autonomy, and state standards provide justification for the inclusion of LGBT+ content
in the curriculum. The formation of a community involves moving beyond the classroom
culture where a teacher can exert considerable influence and interacting with the rest of
the school. Parents, staff, other teachers, and students may have strong feelings against
the formation of a mutual support group for LGBT+ students.
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Recommendations
My recommendation based on the results of this action research project is that
teachers in rural schools make a concerted effort to ensure that LGBT+ content is
included in their classrooms regardless of what they teach. LGBT+ inclusivity should
mot be limited to token lessons in history and literature classes. Heteronormativity is
more effectively challenged in places where it is unexpected, like word problems on a
math quiz.
I also recommend that any teacher in a school that does not currently have a
social support organization for LGBT+ students start one even if they believe that the
need is limited. If my experience is any guide, then the number of LGBT+ students who
would benefit is less important than how much benefit each of those student would
receive. While the time frame of this project made its inclusion impossible, I strongly
suspect that those benefits aren’t merely social and emotional, but also academic. When
I inquired of one student why they thought there were so few upperclassmen at our
meetings, they shrugged and said, “four years here is a long time.” The statistics on
LGBT+ student drop out rates, homelessness, and suicides appear to support their
assessment of the situation. If a GSA can make the years pass a little more smoothly,
perhaps we will eventually be able to see the evidence in improved graduation rates and
other academic success measures by LGBT+ students.
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